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概要
本論文は、第二言語教育におけるパラダイム・シフトの概念の妥当性に関
する概略を述べる。そして、第二言語の会話習得学習が、学生中心、タス
クベースの方法論でのコンテキストにおいては、従来的な座席配置である
列を成す座り方での授業を撤廃すべきことを強く主張し、従来型にはない
座席配置で第二言語教育の活動を行うことを提案する。
論文
Abstract
This paper outlines the relevance of the paradigm shift concept in 
second-language (SL) education, argues strongly for the need to abandon 
the traditional row seating arrangement in most student-centered task-
based communicative second-language acquisition (SLA) methodology 
contexts, and offers examples of SLA activities that require non-
traditional classroom seating arrangements.
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Introduction
　　Classroom seating arrangement is an educational issue that needs 
greater consideration in academic settings. Student desk or table set-
up can affect classroom dynamics, including those of student-peer and 
student-teacher interaction, student behavior, teacher monitoring ability, 
and general classroom atmosphere. Traditional teacher-centered classes 
which involve note-taking based on teacher lectures and later testing 
to confirm memorization or understanding of lecture material may, for 
example, require a traditional row seating arrangement, at least for 
test control. However, classes with other objectives and methodologies, 
such as those in a student-centered task-based communicative second-
language acquisition (SLA) paradigm, require a serious look at alternative 
seating arrangements, including cluster and U-shaped seating. This 
article outlines the relevance of the paradigm shift concept in second-
language (SL) education, argues for the need to abandon the traditional 
row seating arrangement in student-centered task-based communicative 
SLA methodology contexts, and offers examples of SLA activities that 
require non-traditional classroom seating arrangements.
Paradigm Shifts and Methodologies
　　In his seminal 1962 Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Thomas Kuhn 
points out that scientific change is not a linear process. Rather, he argues 
that major developments in science are revolutionary and cyclical, with 
anomalies continuing to build up in the dominant paradigm until they 
become so egregious that we are forced to reexamine the underlying 
assumptions. This causes controversy and results in a scientific 
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revolution, or paradigm shift, with the new paradigm becoming normal, 
until the cycle is repeated.
　　Though Kuhn, with his natural science background, questions the 
scientific nature of social sciences, (Kuhn, 1962, Preface, p. viii), there 
is no cross-discipline consensus about the discipline applicability of 
the paradigm concept. In fact, social scientists have borrowed Kuhn’s 
concept of paradigm shift, for whatever purposes (Bird, 2011), and Kuhn’s 
analysis of the social sciences has been reconsidered (Hassard, 1993). 
Whatever the argument, Kuhn’s concept of paradigm shift is reflected in 
professional education literature in general (e.g., PLB, 2016). In particular, 
for our purposes, SL education professionals have also adopted the 
concept and vigorously applied it to describe the changes in the field 
that have taken SL education to a newer focus on “learner autonomy, 
cooperative learning, curricular integration, focus on meaning, diversity, 
thinking skills, alternative assessment, and teachers as co-learners” 
(Jacobs, G. & Farrell, T., 2001).
　　We also see these changes reflected in the shifting SLA methodology 
trajectory from the Grammar-Translation Method (1890s-1930s), the 
Cognitive Approach (1940s-1950s), the Audio-Lingual Method (1950s-1960s), 
the Direct Method (1970s), the Natural/Communicative Approach 
(1960s-2000s), Total Physical Response/TPR (1960s-2000s), the Silent Way 
(1960s-2000s), Suggestopedia (1960s-2000s), and Community Language 
Learning/CLL (1960s-2000s) (Bull, 1999).
　　However, unlike with Kuhn’s paradigm shift concept in the natural 
sciences, and despite the prevalence of the use of the paradigm shift 
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concept in SL education literature, smooth transition to practice of 
subsequent professionally supported methodologies is an ongoing issue 
(Murphy, 1997; Reseigh Long, 1999; Zohrabi, Torabi, Baybourdiani, 2012; 
Bailey, 2004), without concord (Darrin, 2015). In Japan (our base), the 
older teacher-centered translation methodology is still, for example, 
commonly used and defended (e.g., Saito, 2012) as well as criticized 
(e.g., Helgesen, 1994; Miller, 2014; Yamaoka, 2010), despite Japan’s 
Ministry of Education’s published commitment to the development of 
English communication skills (MEXT, 2014). In addition, there are some 
researchers who seem to despair of the effectiveness of any methodology 
in a Japanese SL education context (Reesor, 2003).
　　Whatever the commitment to older methodology, it has been 
argued that students learn more readily with greater retention when 
they work collaboratively in student-centered small groups (Davis, 1993) 
and the research supporting this cannot be ignored (e.g., Beckman, 
1990; Chickering & Gamson, 1991; Collier, 1980; as cited in Davis, 1993). 
Collaborative learning has been much promoted because we learn better 
when working with other people with related community goals and we 
develop competencies for work and other social contexts which require 
interpersonal skills in our diverse world (Education Scotland, n.d.).
　　Unfortunately, student-centered collaborative group work is not 
always easy to do in classroom contexts in which teacher-centered 
seating arrangements are considered the norm. In our Japan base, for 
example, desks may be heavy and difficult to move or they may in fact 
be bolted to the floor at times in auditorium-style classrooms, preventing 
easy seating re-arrangement for group-work purposes. Of course, often, 
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through requests and negotiation, classrooms with desks suitable for 
group work can be arranged. However, the norm still may be that desks 
that have been rearranged for group-work activities be returned to their 
original traditional row set-up for the next teacher, in a classroom-exit 
cleanup. Unfortunately, even with student assistance, this class-initial, 
class-final desk movement can take valuable time from the group-work 
activity that has been planned, and the noise can disturb classes held in 
contiguous classrooms. With this in mind, then, let’s consider classroom 
seating arrangement options and their appropriateness to student-
centered group-work classroom contexts.
Classroom Seating Arrangement
　　Three observable classroom seating arrangements are traditional 
rows, clusters, and U-shaped/circle.
　　The well-known traditional row seating arrangement (See Appendix, 
Figure 1.) consists of desks lined up in rank and file, with the teacher 
seated or standing in front at a podium, desk, or other piece of classroom 
equipment. The interaction is teacher focused, with the instructor 
speaking or otherwise directing and students listening and ideally raising 
their hands to ask or answer questions. Student vision is directed to 
the classroom front, at the teacher, and limited to classmate back and 
peripheral images. This seating arrangement discourages students from 
interacting with each other because of the lack of visual cues of other 
classmates and the physical restraints of turning or otherwise moving to 
engage with other students. It has been observed also that the traditional 
seating arrangement allows students who do not want to engage to hide 
behind students in front of them (TesolClass.com, n.d.). As well, due to 
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narrow aisles, student-student proximity, and other factors such as wall 
and window seating, this seating arrangement reduces teacher mobility, 
limiting teacher ability to give feedback when necessary. The teacher 
and content are the focus of classrooms with traditional rows; productive 
student peer interaction with conversation and other activities is 
discouraged.
　　With the cluster seating arrangement (See Appendix, Figure 2.), 
student desks are arranged in combinations of two or more clusters. 
Ideally, students sit face-to-face, sideways to the front of the room, with 
no backs towards the teacher or to other group members. Groups of 
four are generally considered ideal for cooperative learning (Kagan, 
1994), since this allows many more communicative activity combinations 
(e.g., multiple pair practice with different partners followed by whole 
small-group discussion) than would be possible with groups of 3 or 5 
(and larger groups can be more challenging to manage). This seating 
arrangement is ideal for cooperative learning since students have easier 
access to their peers and often feel less shy about expressing opinions in 
the safety of their small groups than when they are in a traditional row 
arrangement, which allows for student disengagement and makes idea 
sharing riskier for more reserved students. 
　　Also it has been noted (Kagan, 1994) that there is a negative 
interdependence among students in a traditional classroom, in that with 
individual students answering teacher-posed questions the success of one 
student prevents opportunities for other students to answer, whereas 
failure provides other students opportunity for attention. In our Japanese 
context, this negative interdependence may lead to negative engagement 
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(i.e., no response) with the singling out of students in front of peers. 
In contrast, with a cooperative cluster format the teacher has greater 
mobility among student groups to check on student work and provide 
feedback, and speaking-activity opportunities are maximized as students 
have many more chances to communicate within small groups with their 
peers than in a whole-class format. Teacher and content are not the 
focus in this seating arrangement; peer cooperation and teacher-designed 
activities are.
　　The U-shaped/circle seating arrangement (See Appendix, Figure 
3.) also has its roots in student-centered co-operative classwork. Student 
desks are set up in a U-shape or in a circle, allowing for student eye 
contact with the teacher and each other. Students cannot hide from 
their peers or from their teachers and, as a visible part of a group 
unit, must engage more actively, at least with listening. In this seating 
arrangement, it is easier for the teacher and student peers to observe 
individual problems with comprehension, task management, and conduct, 
so feedback is more forthcoming. Now let us look at some examples of 
activities for which non-traditional classroom seating is important.
Activity Examples
Think-Pair-Share (TPS) Activities (and variations)
　　With individual preparation time, followed by pair work and then a 
group activity, Think-Pair-Share (TPS) structured activities are ideal for 
cluster-seating arrangements. For example, in a first-day self-introduction 
and getting-to-know-each-other class activity, students might first think 
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and write about themselves. This could be done either as a more free-
form brainstorming activity, or in response to structured teacher-
prepared questions and vocabulary on their names, their families, their 
likes, and dislikes, and so forth. This Think stage gives shy students 
time to prepare mentally for the task and grapple with the vocabulary 
before having to speak in front of their peers. After preparation, in the 
subsequent Pair phase, student pairs interview each other, listening 
carefully and confirming comprehension of partner responses. After the 
pair interviews, in the Share phase, they introduce their partners to their 
group by repeating or summarizing what they have just learned about 
their partner.
　　There are endless variations on the TPS structure that can be used 
depending on class needs. For lower-level or less confident students 
or classes whose members do not know each other well, or with more 
complex challenging content, there are ways to build in more practice. 
With the four cluster-group members labeled A, B, C, D, there could 
be in-group A-B/C-D pair practice, followed by A-C/B-D practice 
with a second partner, and once again A-D/B-C practice with a third 
one. Indirect reporting or “gossip” practice can be built in between 
pair discussions, with students reporting information about previous 
partners to a new partner. Of course, in addition to the get acquainted 
activity (described above), TPS structures also work well for a wide 
variety of other content and activities. Information gap activities, small 
group problem solving, opinion formation exercises, role play practice, 
substitution drills with structured conversations all work well with the 
TPS structure.
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　　While students are engaged in the activity, the teacher becomes a 
facilitator rather than lecturer and can freely move from group to group 
answering questions (students often feel more comfortable asking in 
small group-cluster contexts than they would in front of the whole class), 
offering suggestions or correcting language, and making sure students 
are on task. With student responsibility to the cluster-group rather 
than to the teacher, classroom management also shifts from mainly top-
down teacher-student interaction to more horizontal peer-to-peer since 
successful group completion of the task requires all of the individuals to 
be engaged. Heterogeneous levels among students become potentially 
less problematic than they are in a traditional classroom structure, as 
higher-achieving students will naturally assist lower-achieving students 
in understanding the task, and lower-achieving students have incentive 
to receive help from their peers. Both the lower- as well as higher-
achieving students benefit from this learning structure since a good deal 
of learning takes place through the actual process of helping others learn.
　　It is easy to build in TPS classroom-structure accountability by 
establishing an understanding that all members should be able to answer 
questions on content upon activity completion when whole class review 
and assessment can be carried out. At the end of the task, the teacher 
can choose members from each group, whether by random selection, by 
rock-paper-scissors (for an element of fun), or by request to the groups’ 
tallest/youngest/longest-haired, etc., members (also for an element of 
fun with a little spontaneous listening practice in which the students 
are always eager to understand correctly). With the understanding 
that group speakers are reporting the answer for the whole group 
(not just giving their own individual answer), the onus is off of students 
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who fear standing out from peers, and instead moves towards group 
accountability. When verbal answers are time consuming, another option 
is to have space on the blackboard for answers, which representatives 
from each group are simultaneously responsible for completing (this 
is often a fun race as they compete to answer the preferred questions 
before others get there).
　　TPS activities are very awkward to do in traditional class lecture 
rows as students often have limited partner choice and may have to 
turn backwards or sideways in their chairs to face partners or go 
through other contortions that may dampen student engagement. The 
small group cluster formation is ideal for TPS structures as the cluster 
formation facilitates rather than discourages engagement.
Messenger-Scribe
　　An SL classroom listening/speaking/reading/writing activity that is 
a fun variation of the traditional classroom dictation is Messenger-Scribe, 
which is easiest to do in a cluster-seating formation. In this activity, 
instead of the teacher dictating, a multi-part target-language text (a 
song, poem, or dialog) is posted on a wall out of reading sight of seated 
students. Students A (the “messengers”) from each group go to the wall 
to read and memorize an assigned part of the text. These students then 
return to their groups and repeat it. Students B, C, D (the “scribes”) must 
write down what they hear, with the objective to replicate correctly the 
text on the wall. The “scribes” can compare and discuss their dictation 
with each other and even show it to the “messengers,” but only the 
“messengers” have seen the original text and will act as the “judge” by 
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deciding if it is “correct.” If the “messengers” cannot remember the text 
they have read or receive questions about accuracy, they can return 
to the wall to check and re-memorize it. When all members (especially 
the messenger/judges) are satisfied with the “scribe” dictations, new 
messengers are chosen for a second part of the text, and the process 
is repeated. The teacher can do a final check of the accuracy of the 
dictation with group representatives.
Flash-Card/Trivia/Sugoroku
　　Cluster-seating arrangements are important for these activities. 
Students can take turns answering trivia type questions printed out on 
flash cards. Students asking the questions serve as judges (practicing 
their listening skills) and give thumbs-up or thumbs-down for correct or 
incorrect answers. One example is a trivia game with false statements, 
e.g., The capital of China is Tokyo. The questioner reads the statement 
(and has the answer). The listener corrects the statement with 
appropriate error correction/disagreement word stress by, for example, 
replying No, don’t you mean the capital of China is BEIJING? or I think 
you mean the capital of JAPAN is Tokyo. The questioner can award a 
point for factually correct statements, while the other listeners evaluate 
for stress correctness. The students take turns taking the different roles 
(questioner, contestant, judges). Of course, activities can be reinforced 
with different student-pair combinations. The sugoroku (game board) 
version is similar but with content arranged in a board-game format, in 
which students progress with game pieces from start to finish asking 
and answering questions along the way. One example of sugoroku is 
Snakes and Ladders, with which students go backwards to a previous 
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board square when they “land on” a snake head or advance to a later 
board square when they “land on” the bottom of a ladder. Students can 
also create their own game-board content.
Conclusion
　　Clustered seating arrangements in the classroom are conducive 
for a cooperative learning SL classroom. This arrangement allows 
for a greater variety of peer-peer and teacher-student interactions 
than is generally possible with a traditional seating arrangement. 
Cooperative learning activities in clusters allow for more simultaneous 
student activity and therefore maximize learner speaking and listening 
opportunities. In addition, the small-cluster format provides more 
opportunities for heterogeneous student interaction. In contrast with the 
traditional classroom structure which tends to favor the extroverted, 
higher-achieving, more confident students (who are more willing to take 
chances), there are more balanced and equalized learning opportunities 
for all students in the small-group cluster since every member is 
needed to complete the structured group task and is expected to take 
an equal role. Use of cooperative learning structures in small group 
clusters may create positive interdependence (the success of each team 
member contributing to the success of each team). In a rapidly changing 
world which has become more technology and information based, it is 
becoming increasingly important for learners to master the ability to 
work in groups, to acquire a range of communicative and social skills, 
and employers are increasingly looking for this type of individual.
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Appendix
Figure 1. Traditional Rows Classroom Seating Arrangement
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Figure 2. Cluster Seating Classroom Seating Arrangement
Figure 3. U-shaped/Circle Classroom Seating Arrangement
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